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Euripides' Telephus, first  produced  in 438 BC, must have been  a sensational play.  One scene was 
particularly notorious.   The   Asian  king,  Telephus,   reduced   to  rags, comes to the court of Agamemnon  
in Greece, and to get himself a hearing  he seizes the  baby Orestes and taking refuge at the altar threatens 
to kill him.  

 
Aristophanes parodied  the scene twice. In Acharmans (425 BC) Dicaeopolis threatens to kill a charcoal  
scuttle if the old     Acharnians    won't     listen     to     him.     In Thesmophoriazusae (411 BC) Euripides' 
crude old relative, threatened by the women  at  the  Thesmophoria, seizes a baby -when he unwraps the 
bundle to kill the baby inside he finds a wineskin. 
 

Vase-painters also gravitated to this scene. Here is one of the  many pictures  inspired  by Telephus. In all 

of them Telephus on the altar has a sword in one hand and  Orestes in the other. In this one, painted in 
about 400 BC in Athens and  now in Berlin,  a woman,  perhaps  Clytemnestra, runs away in alarm. 
 
 
A new vase-painting and  a  new parody  of Telephus were  recently added  to our  stock. It  is this  krater 
in the Martin   von  Wagner   Museum  in  Wurzburg,  which  was painted  in Apulia, South Italy, about 370 
BC.It seems to be inspired  both  by the standard vase scene and  by a comic play.Dr Kossatz-Deissinann, 
who first published it in 1980, believes that  a  South  Italian  farce  which  parodied Euripides' Telephus was 
the source of inspiration. 

 
But  surely the  play is none other  than  Aristophanes' Thesmophoriazusae.  At  lines  730  ff. 
E uripides' relative undoes the 'baby's' wrappings: 

Now, baby dear, off with these Cretan creations and we'll have a look at you. You're going to die, 
you know that? And it's  all your own mother's  fault - hul/o! what have we here? It isn't a baby at 
all, it's a skin full of wine! 

Sure enough, the wineskin-baby has got bootees. Eventually (lines 753 ff.) the merciless man  plunges his 
sword into the wining baby. It's 'mother' is distraught: 

My child, my child! Quick, Manya, the howl-at least 
I'll catch my baby's blood. 

This is the moment captured on the new vase. 
.  

The  final  parody  was  mounted  at  the  JACT  Greek Summer   School  at  Dean  Close,  Cheltenham  
in  August 1982. There  was a staged  reading  of Thesmophoriazusae (The Poet and the Women in the 
Penguin translation). The Props  Mistress,  Mrs Nancy Silver of Putney  High School, rose to the  
occasion  by making  not only a sword  and  an altar,  but also a wineskin with little boots (and 
containing real  wine). The  boozy mother  was played by Mary-Faith Raeburn, the dirty old man by 
Oliver Taplin. 
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